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Prynhawn da, my name is Jordan MacDonald student number 2411206. My chosen

aspect of health concern is childhood obesity.

This topic is especially relevant because according to Public Health Wales (2022)
childhood obesity rates have risen dramatically over the past seven years, with
Children's Commissioner for Wales (2024) reporting that children in Wales are more
likely to be measured overweight than those who live in England and Scotland. NHS
England (2024) says childhood obesity poses both immediate and long terms
consequences to children’s physical and mental health, evidence of this will be

explored in depth throughout this presentation.

In this presentation, | will begin by defining what childhood obesity is, what causes
children to become overweight and the consequences it has on children’s lives. | will
then explore limitations and challenges surrounding obesity in early childhood and
look at prevention and intervention strategies. Finally, | will consider the role of the

early years practitioner in supporting children who are overweight.
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What is Obesity?

World Health Organization (2023) defines obesity as a person whose body carries
an abnormal or excess amount of fat that poses a health risk to them. Usually
caused by the consumption of excess calories, especially foods that are high in fat
and sugar (NHS, 2023). Obesity can be measured by assessing a person’s Body
Mass Index, also known as (BMI), BMI is calculated by dividing an individual’s weight
in kilograms by their height in metres (Obesity UK, 2024). As stated by NHS (2023) it
can be complex when measuring children for obesity, this is because they are still
growing meaning their measurements can vary. Therefore, using BMI alone, as is
done with adults, is not effective. Instead, BMI percentiles are used to assess
children’s weight. Percentiles compare a child’s BMI results with that of children in
the same age and sex group as them, helping to identify if the child falls within a
healthy weight range (Kirkilas, 2022).

Common contributing factors of Childhood Obesity

Both the World Health Organization (2023) and National Assembly for Wales (no
date) state that childhood obesity is a serious public health concern, with reports
predicting the percentage of overweight children will continue to rise in the years
ahead. Sahoo, et al. (2015) says that genetics can also play a role in cases of
childhood obesity; however, statistics show that genetics only make up for less than
5% of childhood obesity cases, indicating that is it not the cause of the childhood
obesity crisis. According to the Children's Commissioner for Wales (2024) and
National Assembly for Wales (no date) Wales has the highest recorded number of
obese children in the UK. Statistics by Public Health Wales (2024) show a
considerable difference between the number of obese children living in rural areas
compared to those living in urbans areas. As Wales has a largely rural population
with approximately one in three people living in rural areas, in comparison to only
one in five people in England, this could be a factor contributing to the statistics
(Rural Health and Care, 2017). The Index of Multiple Deprivation also knows as
(IMD) measures how deprived an area is using 7 factors, these factors include family
income, health, and lifestyle. Although not everyone living in those areas is
necessarily deprived, overall, this method allows for ease of comparison (NHS
England, 2024; GOV.UK, 2019).
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Deprivation refers to the conditions in which people live in, when a person is
deprived, they lack physical, emotional and financial resources to meet their needs
which together can be seen as living in poverty (Mack, 2016). Public Health Wales
(2024), pointed out a clear association between deprivation and obesity,
synthesising that children living in deprived areas are more likely to be obese and

living in poverty.

What is poverty?

Poverty is often defined by not having enough money to meet basic needs, an
example of this is, not having money to buy food to nourish families, to pay utility bills
to keep homes warm or even not being able to afford mortgage or rent payments on
the homes people live in. These financial stresses put people under constant strain
that effects their well-being and deprives them of a chance to reach their full potential
in life (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024). In the same way Maslow (1943) holds
the view that humans need their basic needs met to reach actualisation, this

example is illustrated in Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs model.

Cost of living and access to healthy food

Many families in the UK are facing the effects of the cost of living crisis, which has
caused a rapid increase in the price of food (Hourston, 2022). The cost of healthy
food plays a major role in health-related inequalities. On average healthier foods cost
three times more, than less healthier options, because of this low-income families
are more likely to choose the cheaper, less nutritious foods (The Food Foundation,
2023). Likewise, Children's Commissioner for Wales (2024) say that families are
finding it increasingly difficult to afford to buy fresh and quality food in their weekly
shop, this is leaving parents to feel like they have no choice but to buy highly
processed cheaper foods. Barnardo's (2024) is a charity that runs over 2,000 food
banks across the UK to help support families who are unable to afford essentials,
food parcels are available for those in need. Barnardos also offer healthy recipe
ideas on their website, however, the recipes listed are made with fresh ingredients
that are not available from their food banks, this shows that even though food banks
are helpful for families living in poverty, making healthy food still requires fresh
ingredients that might not be affordable for families visiting food banks. Mainstone-

Cotton (2017) says that poverty has a detrimental effect on health outcomes.
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Health risks and emotional impacts of obesity

Children who consume highly processed foods on a regular basis pose a long-term
health risk of living with obesity; obesity increases their chances of developing
several other health problems in future, an example of these are type 2 diabetes,
heart disease and even some types of cancer (NHS, 2023). Furthermore, GOV.UK
(2022) says that obesity is linked to poor mental health and well-being, this is
because children can be bullied by peers because of their appearance when they
are overweight, which triggers feelings of low self-esteem, stress and depression.
Those feelings often lead children to take time away from school this has a
secondary impact on their education. WHO (2020) state that if an individual is

overweight in childhood they are more likely to remain obese into adulthood.

Lifestyle, family habits and fast-food culture

University of Michigan Health (2021) suggests that lifestyles have an impact on
obesity, parents have reported that the stresses and demands of work, school and
daily life, leave them with little time to prepare and cook fresh meals at home,
meaning families end up making poorer food choices, for example, opting for quick
convenient high calorie fast foods and take away meals, exposing children to
increased consumption of fast food. Fast food refers to highly processed foods,
usually made with refined carbohydrates, added sugars and fats, typically these
foods are high in sodium and sometimes deep fried (Livestong.com, 2009). Most
parents acknowledge that fast food is an unhealthy option for their children however
they defend their choice of buying fast food because they feel they are too busy to
make food at home (University of Michigan Health, 2021). Boutelle, et al. (2007) say
that fast food might be a convenient alternative occasionally, but regular
consumption of fast food is negatively associated with poorer health increasing the

risk of obesity.
Parents as first role models

Good nutrition is essential for healthy growth and development, and parents are

instrumental when it comes to their children’s health and well-being (Sahoo, et al.,

2015; Bank, 2015). Children naturally imitate the behaviours of their parents and so

parents act as role models for their children, as children are easily influenced, they
4
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learn a lot from observing the behaviours and habits of those closest to them
(Mainstone-Cotton, 2017). An example of this in theory can be seen in Vygotsky
(1978) Zone of Proximal Development also known as (ZPD), he created a visual
model that represents the steps between what the learner is capable of doing
unsupported, and what the learner can achieve with support from more
knowledgeable adult. This is especially prominent when building positive food
relationships in early childhood, parents play a key role in helping to prevent or
reduce the chances of obesity in early childhood, when parents adapt a healthy
lifestyle themselves (Ling, 2023). Albataineh, Badran and Tayyem (2019) agree that
children imitate the lifestyles of their parents, and what they eat children are likely to
eat, additionally if parents are obese their children are likely to become obese. Child
Feeding Guide (2025) gives advice about what parents can do to promote healthy
eating as a family; suggestions include making time to eat together and talking

positively about healthy food the family can enjoy.
The importance of physical activity

Amongst the many contributing factors of childhood obesity is children’s lack of
physical activity (Sahoo, et al., 2015). Every Child Wales (2023) suggests children
should have the opportunity to play outdoors every day because it contributes to
maintaining a healthy weight. White (2020) also emphasises the significance of play
contributing to physical health.

Impact of covid and sedentary lifestyles

Reports show that in wake of the COVID-19 lockdowns, children’s physical
movement has lowered significantly, and sedentary lifestyles and use of screen time
have increased (Jago, et al., 2023). Sedentary refers to low physical movement
(Cambridge Dictionary, no date). Fang, et al. (2019) believes obesity is linked to
excessive screen time. Domingues-Montanari (2017) also says that screen time is
associated with poor health, like obesity, depression and anxiety. Weight loss
reduces the health implications that come with being obese, therefore it is necessary
to prioritise ways to lose excess weight, such as eating healthily, exercising and
playing, so that children can live a longer and healthier life (Public Health Wales,
2023). Regular exercise also helps to limit the amount of time children spend on

screen (Safekidsnetwork.org, 2023).

Government responses to Childhood Obesity
5
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The government is committed to addressing childhood obesity through policy and
offering support for families living in Wales. Welsh Government (2019) are launching
a programme called Healthy Weight Healthy Wales, the aim is to make is easier for
everyone across Wales to choose healthier options by the year 2030, some of the
changes they are proposing include, healthier food adverts on TV and financial
support for families on low income. Welsh Government (2022) approved universal
free school meals for all children in primary schools, this ensures all children
especially those living in poverty will have access to a balanced warm meal that is in
line with healthy eating guidelines. These strategies are in line with supporting the
UNICEF (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child article 24, that says children
have a human right to be as healthy as possible.

Role of an early year's practitioner in helping reduce childhood obesity

Early years practitioners cannot eliminate the inequalities families face that results in
childhood obesity, however by embedding healthy practices into daily routines,
offering support where possible and encouraging an active environment, early years
practitioners can contribute to reducing childhood obesity (Taggart, et al., 2015).
During the foundation stage of a child's life, practitioners are committed to
collaborating with other health care professionals including health visitors, to provide
families with any necessary support that will help children thrive both physically and
mentally (Royal Foundation Centre for Early Childhood, 2025).Public Health England
(2021) place responsibility on early years practitioners to engage in sustained shared
thinking, as practitioners spend a lot of time with children, they are able to identify
those children who are at risk of obesity, by supporting families and sharing
information with other health professionals they are able to implement planning to
help reduce the possibilities of obesity, this is discussed in depth in the Healthy Child
Programme. Play is essential for children’s physical health because it improves
muscles, bones and it helps maintains a healthy weight (National Institute for Play,
2018) early year practitioners can support play by creating a safe and stimulating
environment that encourages physical movement (White, 2020; Play Wales, 2024).

Conclusion
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In summary, childhood obesity is a growing public health issue in Wales and across
the UK. As explored in this presentation, the causes of childhood obesity are varied,
and inequalities can include financial poverty, rising food costs leading to unhealthy
eating, sedentary lifestyles and limiting physical activity. Parents, caregivers and
environmental factors in early childhood have a significant influence on children’s
health and well-being. Government initiatives and public health policies, such as the
Healthy Weight Healthy Wales programme show commitment to addressing the
challenges resulting in childhood obesity. Early years practitioners also play a
meaningful role in supporting families by encouraging early healthy habits and
recognising the impact play has on maintaining physical and emotional well-being.
Childhood obesity is proven to be a difficult problem to solve, but with knowledge
and support the community surrounding each child can contribute to giving every
child the best chance at a healthy start in life.

Thank you.
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